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environment for the Sussex 
Emerald here, but conservationists 
cannot guarantee the long-term 
future of the species, partly 
because it is not known what 
keeps the moths so closely linked 
to the power station. 
The significance of Dungeness 
will also be marked in other plans 
for later this year. The site is set 
to be the site of the reintroduction 
of a native species of bee. 
The short- haired bumblebee 
was once common in southern 
England but disappeared 
as a result of changing and 
intensifying agricultural methods 
and is on the verge of extinction 
in the country. But the Royal 
Society for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB), which owns the 
nature reserve, is planning a 
reintroduction this year with bees 
from New Zealand. Bees there 
were taken by British immigrants 
and have thrived. Researchers 
from the RSPB and the 
Bumblebee Conservation Trust 
have been working on South 
Island, collecting queens that are 
being reared in Christchurch.
Sam Dawes, the RSPB’s head 
of conservation for south-east 
England said: “The loss of this 
bumblebee is a prime example 
of the pressures faced by the 
UK’s natural environment. We’ve 
encouraged the flowering plants 
they love and it is already a haven 
for many bumblebees, but it is 
not often you get a chance to 
bring back a species that has 
been lost.”
Nigel Williams
Wing power: The only known breeding 
site of the Sussex Emerald moth would 
have been threatened by a new nuclear 
plant on the Dungeness shingle bank. 
(Photo: Roy Leverton.)Stuart Pimm
Stuart Pimm is the Doris Duke 
Professor of Conservation Ecology 
at the Nicholas School of the 
Environment, Duke University. He 
studies the process of species 
extinction — and how to prevent 
extinctions. In 2006, the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Arts and 
Sciences awarded him the Dr A.H. 
Heineken Prize for Environmental 
Science. His most recent book is The 
World According to Pimm: A Scientist 
Audits the Earth. 
Why the interest in species 
extinctions? After my Ph.D., 
I thought — as did many others — 
that the right way to study ecology 
was to find places where ecological 
processes were intact. After all, 
the pristine parts of the planet 
have considerable appeal for many 
reasons. Fate intervened. I went to 
Hawai’i, where the lowlands have 
almost no native flora and fauna, and 
where the uplands have only a small 
fraction of their original species. I still 
feel the shock of this ecological Hell 
— the ghost of Christmas future, 
if humanity doesn’t do something 
to change its current destructive 
practices.
This is where you became a 
conservation ecologist? Yes, 
although we didn’t have that 
description back then. I realised that 
extinction was a massive, ecological 
problem, and one that responsible 
ecologists could not ignore. 
So scientists should have 
responsibilities? Absolutely! I have 
no tolerance for academic dilettantes 
who feel their own whims are sufficient 
to spend their time and others’ money 
on trivial problems. 
Is there something wrong with 
pure curiosity? No. Indeed, one of 
the books that encouraged me to 
go to Oxford as an undergraduate 
in 1967 was Niko Tinbergen’s 
Curious Naturalists, published in 
1958. But what I learned in Hawai’i 
is that one can be curious about the 
inescapably important changes to 
our planet. Extinctions, the patterns 
Q & A of biodiversity, the consequences of climate disruption, the loss of 
tropical forests and other habitats, all 
provide hugely interesting scientific 
questions. And it deeply matters that 
we answer them.
After Oxford, you went to New 
Mexico for your Ph.D, right? Yes, 
to New Mexico State no less, in Las 
Cruces — a small town back then. 
I loved it! Not just the desert, not 
just the wonderful people, but what 
I learned there too. 
There’s no question that Oxford 
had intellectual giants — Tinbergen, 
David Lack, E.B. Ford, Charles Elton, 
Bernard Kettlewell, George Varley — 
and younger colleagues such as John 
Lawton and Mike Hassell, who played 
such important roles in shaping what 
we now call ‘evolutionary biology’. 
Lawton excepted, the focus was 
largely on single species or pairs of 
species — their ecology, behaviour 
and genetics. What I learned in New 
Mexico was to think about landscapes 
and broad ecological patterns. I 
thought, naively, that deserts would 
be easier places to study greater 
complexity. And I was much taken 
with the approach of the IBP — the 
International Biological Program.
The IBP built computer models 
of ecosystems, I recall? Yes — 
and they were total failures. But 
magnificent failures in their way. 
It’s hard to find any references to 
IBP in the literature, apart from 
books on sampling methods. But 
the idea of comparing different 
ecosystems — different kinds of 
deserts or grasslands or grasslands 
with forests — is a powerful one. And 
quantifying and modelling their flows 
of carbon is now a major academic 
endeavour. New Mexico forced me 
to think about large-scale processes. 
I have never stopped. 
How did you become interested 
in food webs? By working for the 
IBP. The computer model protocol 
assumed that the ‘who eats whom’ 
was known for certain. All one 
needed to know was the processes 
that connected the component 
parts. Those who built the models 
were from backgrounds — such as 
engineering — where the connections 
between the component parts 
were always well-specified. Nature 
is much less certain, so I started 
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components — species — in different 
ways would alter how the complex 
system would behave. Of course, 
those connections make a huge 
difference. 
So how does this connect to 
conservation? What I learned from 
my first visits to Hawai’i was that 
human actions were knocking out big 
chunks of the food web. It seemed 
entirely sensible to build food web 
models and remove species from 
them to see what happened. Or try 
to add species — and see whether 
they would succeed and, if they did, 
whether they would wreak havoc on 
the species already present. 
Technically, I became a 
conservation ecologist at a meeting 
in May 1985, at which the Society of 
Conservation Biology was formed. 
Michael Soulé phoned up, asked 
me to attend a meeting, I went and 
have called myself a conservation 
biologist ever since. Certainly, others 
realized that this field was one whose 
time had come. They and Michael, 
especially, deserve huge credit for 
their energy in making conservation 
the growing field that it is today.
What were your impressions of 
that first meeting with 25 years 
of hindsight? First, the Society’s 
founders had a very broad vision of 
what conservation should be. Calling 
the field ‘conservation biology’ is 
misleading — it’s much broader than 
that and, from the outset included 
philosophy, ethics, economics and 
social sciences. We’re probably stuck 
with the name now, but the vision 
was inspired. The mission is clear — 
preventing the loss of biodiversity. 
How to do that — what works and 
what does not — is not so clear. 
One cannot approach conservation 
problems with the metaphor of a 
hammer looking for nails — that 
is, with a set of tools looking for 
applications. Conservation is 
irreducibly a set of problems with 
no clear prescriptions for their 
solution. For example, what happens 
to very small populations — those 
that will go extinct if they get even 
smaller — is the grist to the mill of 
population genetics and population 
ecology. Calculating the risks small 
populations suffer is technically 
challenging stuff. But why did the 
population get that small? And how can we provide it more habitat or 
control its enemies? Or counter the 
economic and social pressures that 
lead to the species’ rarity in the first 
place? The answer to those questions 
may, in part, depend on how we 
communicate the state of the planet 
to the general public — and to faith 
communities. Some religious groups 
think global climate disruption (for 
example) is a serious ethical issue 
while others think it’s a hoax. 
Each year, when I teach 
conservation, I struggle to define 
what the subject should be. I can’t 
teach my students everything, so 
what are the priorities? What are 
the most useful tools? What case 
histories best illustrate the intellectual 
flexibility they will need to address 
real problems?
Conservation is much more 
challenging than, say, ecology, 
where there’s a clear body of ideas 
about populations, communities and 
ecosystems. I think I have one of 
the first chairs of conservation. That 
makes me acutely aware that, with 
such a new field, establishing its 
scope and approaches sets important 
precedents.
The other impressions from that 
meeting? The other impression was 
worrying — and it never came out 
in the papers that appeared in the 
literature. After each set of technical 
papers, the meeting convened a 
panel of managers to discuss what 
they thought might be useful. Put 
bluntly — they didn’t. And they 
weren’t kind either, one saying that 
the best use of a scientist was to give 
him a shovel and ask him to dig fence 
posts. 
The criticisms stung. I took away 
a strong sense that if conservation 
science was to thrive, it would 
have to earn its keep. Intellectual 
conversations, no matter how 
brilliant, weren’t going to be enough. 
We had to produce science that was 
going to be useful.
Has it? Broadly, yes. We have 
made huge strides in identifying 
which species are at greatest risk of 
extinction, what the major causes 
are, which areas of the world are top 
priorities for conservation action, and 
what are the economic benefits of 
biodiversity. Technology has helped, 
too, of course. A few months ago, 
Brazil announced it had reduced its rate of deforestation to a third of its 
decadal average. Satellite imagery 
now allows detailed and continuous 
assessment of many of the changes 
to the planet that harm species. 
COP15 in Copenhagen wasn’t all 
about biodiversity, of course, but 
scientists should feel very pleased by 
how much science drove the agendas 
there. 
That said, I worry that some 
ecology (in particular) has become 
awfully precious. I reviewed a 
prestigious European ecology 
department a few years back. The 
output of papers in Nature and 
Science was prodigious, the funding 
commensurate, but the photos of 
graduates and post-docs on the 
wall of the lounge were mostly 
European and American males, 
and the fieldwork done within a few 
kilometres of the lab.
At some stage, one has to tell 
one’s Department Head that research 
assessment exercises do not trump 
the moral imperative to study the 
bad things that are happening to 
our planet in countries far away and 
that do not readily lend themselves 
to neat, well-replicated experimental 
studies. The top international journals 
have been kind to my work, but I’m 
equally proud to have long-standing 
collaborations with colleagues in 
South Africa and Brazil working on 
regional problems.
How do you manage and fund 
international work? Two amazing 
inventions. First, frequent flyer miles: 
Delta Airlines flies to both places. 
Second — the internet and Skype 
in particular. It’s a rare day when I 
don’t talk to colleagues on several 
continents. International work has 
never been easier.
It changes the way one thinks, too. 
The internet means that knowledge 
is everywhere, not just in the libraries 
of elite universities. I don’t need 
to visit the Bodleian in February 
(I remember how cold, dark, and 
damp it could be outside). I can 
look up papers as easily from a field 
station in the middle of the rainforest 
or with a coral reef offshore. (Which 
as it happens, one is, as I write this.) 
Most conservation scientists don’t 
need expensive lab equipment that 
concentrates where they work in 
ways that, say, molecular biologists 
do. All this changes who does the 
thinking, of course — colleagues are 
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he was, she concedes, a wonderful 
teacher: ‘I felt I could talk to my father 
or ask his advice about anything, from 
clothes to classic literature’, not to 
mention baking bread or reefing a sail.
Wyman’s career began (inevitably) 
at Harvard, where he read philosophy, 
but became captivated by science. His 
student companions were three future 
biochemists, M.L. (‘Tim’) Anson, Alfred 
Mirsky, and especially John Edsall, 
with whom he formed a friendship 
that endured to the end of his life. 
Both acceded to the Harvard faculty, 
of which Edsall remained a pillar all 
his working life. When their paths 
diverged they conducted a voluminous 
correspondence, and in Wyman’s 
last sad declining years Edsall would 
visit him in Paris every summer. After 
graduating from Harvard both went to 
England, Edsall to Frederick Gowland 
Hopkins’s laboratory in Cambridge, 
Wyman to University College London, 
where he studied muscle physiology 
with A.V. Hill for his Ph.D. (Anne Wyman 
tells us that in 1925 he also met John 
Kendrew and Max Perutz, but the 
one would have been eight years 
old, the other a schoolboy in Vienna.) 
Wyman and Edsall went on long hikes 
together in Europe, once with Robert 
Oppenheimer, whom Wyman had 
befriended. This trip was famously 
interrupted when Oppenheimer 
announced over dinner in Corsica one 
night that he must urgently return to 
Cambridge on the unlikely grounds 
that he had left a poisoned apple on 
the desk of his supervisor, Patrick 
Blackett and was concerned about the 
outcome — an episode never properly 
explained or alluded to afterwards. 
Soon after his return to America, 
and following a turbulent courtship, 
Wyman married his first wife, one of the 
New England Cabots who, as all the 
world knows, speak only to God. (The 
Wymans, though, predated the Cabots 
in America by more than a century.)
Wyman’s lifelong passion was travel, 
usually unaccompanied — the Cat that 
Walked Alone of the title. In one of his 
legendary journeys he crossed the 
Gobi desert on horseback, entered the 
U.S.S.R. illicitly and lived for a while 
among the Cossacks before he was 
expelled. He lodged with an Eskimo 
family, shared for weeks the life of the 
Dinkas in Sudan, thriving on their diet 
of blood and milk, and quite late in 
life traversed the Papuan jungle, once 
trotting, as he described it to me, along 
a tree-trunk over a chasm, clinging 
The unexamined life 
examined
Walter Gratzer
Kipling’s Cat — A Memoir of my Father
Anne Cabot Wyman
(Protean Press, Rockport, MA; 2010) 
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Jeffries Wyman, according to his 
daughter and author of this colourful 
biography, “like so many men of 
his pre-Edwardian era … led a 
determinedly unexamined life”. To 
discover the meaning of this cryptic 
aside we have to go to the source of 
the trope. Socrates, found guilty of 
heresy, would accept neither exile from 
Athens nor the option to desist from 
teaching; he would rather die than 
renounce his right to public discussion 
of the great questions of human 
existence, for “the unexamined life 
is not worth living”. Wyman emerges 
from his daughter’s narrative as a 
man of luminous intelligence, broad 
culture and diverse talents. He had the 
unquenchable confidence of a New 
England patrician, the third Jeffries in 
the line, great-grandson of a celebrated 
doctor and grandson of an equally 
famous anatomist. For biochemists his 
name is commemorated in the Monod-
Wyman-Changeux allosteric model, but 
there was a great deal more to his life 
than that.
Wyman was, it seems, self- indulgent, 
parsimonious, snobbish and 
inconsiderate of his actions on others, 
not least his three wives and two 
children, whom he sometimes treated 
with casual cruelty; and yet the letters 
to his daughter often displayed a strong 
sentimental streak. Anne Cabot Wyman 
says of her father and his third wife, her 
stepmother, Olga, that “to love either 
was to be hurt”. But if all this makes 
him appear cold and unattractive, it 
must be said that Jeffries Wyman was a 
man of congenial disposition and easy 
charm, with a wide circle of loyal and 
admiring friends. His son, the fourth 
(and it appears the last) Jeffries, who 
his sister thought had too often been 
treated as a foundling, astonished 
her by insisting that their father had 
been a perfect parent: “He taught me 
everything I care about in life”. And 
Book reviewas global as the problems we must address.
But knowledge cannot be simply 
free — someone has to pay for 
it! I agree with the implication that 
we live in a turbulent age when it 
comes to publishing our science. The 
model whereby the rich universities 
and their faculties paid for journals 
and books is surely over. It was 
inherently discriminatory — scientists 
in poorer countries had no chance 
and, in conservation, it’s those poorer 
countries that have the greatest 
challenges. Whenever we can, my 
group pays for open access — and 
we choose those publications that 
give us that option. If a student in 
Zambia can’t read our papers about 
the elephants in her country, then we 
aren’t doing the right thing.
What I find interesting is whether 
books have a future. A group of us 
have just published a conservation 
textbook. Even the paperback price 
is so high that students in the US 
or Europe would find it hard to buy 
— even though the university press 
has a good record of keeping prices 
down. In 6 months, the entire book 
will be online and free for all. Did we 
need the press in the first place? 
Would you call yourself an 
advocate for biodiversity? Activist, 
yes; advocate, no. What makes 
science so unreasonably influential is 
its inherent openness. We subject our 
ideas to extraordinary abuse from our 
colleagues before, during, and after 
the publication process. Advocates 
defend arbitrary positions; scientists 
cannot get away with doing that. 
My environmental activism stems 
from a simple ethical concern that 
we should not do irreversible harm 
to the planet. It does not inform the 
outcome of the hypotheses I test.
The issue for me is that many 
academics shy away from activism. 
The planet’s pressing environmental 
problems deny a quiet life in ivory 
towers. I have no problem taking my 
science to the media, to politicians, to 
church congregations. That’s entirely 
consistent with Duke’s mission — and 
the mission of every other university 
I’ve worked at, for that matter. 
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